Two Men in the Dark; and

What Happened When

HE rain was not of the kind which
drizzles a suggestion of tame sad-
mess; it came on at nightfall with

a rush of cold autumn wind and covered
the city with the wail and viclence of
wild tragic forecast. Perhaps thers wag
in 1¥"ilso the laughter, the hysterical
laughter of the gods of Fate. i
Uptown there js a certalh apartment

building: the owners of it have asked
that its mname be withheld. TReason
enough! The place is most respéctable;

even more—some apartments there rent
for twelve thousand a year. |

At § o'clock a taxicadb, skidding over
the black asphalt, came to a stop before
this magnificent cliff dwellera’ structure
and stood panting. and steaming in the
downpour. Neo eome behind the lighted
windows above could hear |t because the
wind and raia and swirl and howl of
the storm from the sea, bringing its
clamor of hitherto untold secrets 'from
the Atlantic, drowned the thumping of
its engines.

A man in a gray twead storm coat and
wearing & black derby with a uAre
top pald the taxicadb driver through the
window and made a rumn through the
deluge for the fromt door. He did not
open that door at once, but peered in
through the plate-glass—perhaps to see
whether qr not the uniformed elevator
boy was sitting under the palms in the
marble lobby. While he stared from the
darkness and the rain beat down upon
him the taxicab rounded the next cormer
and was gone. The man turned nervous-
ly, as if he had suddenly felt eyes upon
him. It is extratrdinary how few are
the places and times when at least one
pair of human eyes—and often the par-
ticular, fateful pair—do not see. And
now, fateful or not, there was a chance.
Across the street, under the overhanging
dripping lower branches of a park tree,
but almost indistinguishable through the
diagonals and the flowing veils of rain
and darkness, the man at the door saw
a human figure.

He drew his head down into the collar
of his coat, as an offended turtle, and,
opening the door into the wacant lobby,
made his way to the apartment formerly
occupied by & specialist in brain surgery
who went to France with a certain
medical unit in 1915, having moved out
all of his things and directed certain
well known real estate agents to sub-
lcase for the balance of his term.

That the man who entered on
night was the sublessee appeared prob-
able It was evident that he had been
in and out often enough. Without touch-
ing the electric switches *he reached for
a cigar from the, half emptied box on
the hall stand, and though the whole
apartment was as dark as the inside of
a shutterless camera, his fingers. moved
dc¢urately. He felt along the wall, across
the tapestry that hung Iinvisible there,
and entered the living room where the
rain dripped from the rough tweed and
from the rim oL his peculiar hat onto
the polished floor. He went across the
room to a screen made of old Spanish
embossed leather and behind its protec-
tion, he lit his cigar with a short, quick
tiny flare of a match and drew a deep
inhalation of the smoke. A violent spell
of coughing resulted, but the man did
not care about that; there was no one
¢lse in the apartment and the doors .and
window glass were luxuriously heavy
and almost sound proof.

Indeed. the man spoke aloud when his
cough ceased. He said, “That's the third
time!"

Immediately, as If his remarks were
connected in some way with the figure
he had seen, he went to the front win-
dows, and, parting the heavy curtains a
little, he stared out into the rain.

The storm still wailed its threats, its
warnings, its dead men's tales, and the
raln and darkness outside were mixed
like a thick blaek batter. Suddenly an-
other taxicab, turning the corner a block

“or two away, with (ts radiant eyes
threw ‘a thin, milky light along the tree
tops, whipped and twWisted, twisted, stag-
gered and thrashed fin the wind like a
motley lot of drunken soldiers. The
figure, which had beem slinking in their
shelter on the sidewalk, had gone.

The man within, however, was not at
ease; drawing off his overcoat and hat,
he threw them away from him onto an
expensive rug. “The devil,” said he.

There was a long pause of silence, as
if the man was meditating, but then, as
il he had called to one who waited a
summons, there came the, tinkle of fall.
ing glass In the rear of the apartment.
Afterward all was still again except for
& new sound—the sound of the storm as
if it had found its way through some
aperture. Its roar had been reduced to
whispers, but they were whisperd of the
sea of dismal wastes, of the unsealed
lips of those who have died by violence.
The voices rose in shrieks, suggestive of
the blasts of wind and the wet swashed
might. And into the heavy warm air of
the apariment laden with ity mixed odors
of stale and fresh cigar smoke there ran
rivulets and tiny streams of colder air,
amelling of the salt of the sea, wet,
cold, salty, like sips of iced clam juice.

The man stooped his tall, graceful fig-
ure and became a reptile, alert in t
face of danger, apprehensive of some in-
vader who, under cover of the nolse of
the storm, had made an entrance into
the rear of the bullding. The lessee of
the §12,000 a year flat, with his
twisted into an ugly grin, crawled and
syuirmed snakellke along the wall,

crouched behind a leather chair, fat with

luxurious upholstery, and there he wait-
ed like a poisonous lizard in ambush.
A Mll came in the faraway murmur
of "the storm, and he could hear faintiy
the mumbile of movements in the apart-
ment above; he could hear they faint

the distant ki and coming through
the series of and doorways be-
tween. could hear something else,

& pair of shoes. The feet in these shoes
were put down cautiously. They ap-
proached - almost noiselessly and with
irritating pausts of caution. Squish{
Then silence. Squish. A/ long wait
* & » Saulsh! L ier>

He, who was behind the chair, realized

this”

chalr in the thick syrup of the blackness:
it was the smell of wet woolen. clothing,
of soaked leather, of stale raln water,
seasoned with the prickly smell of .gome
spice, perhaps cloves. A moment or two
later the one who had passed collided
with the wall at the front end of the
living room.

laid aside.
the moving feet ¢ollided with & leather
couch and. then went on carelessly until
their owner had found the wall again.
The sound of fingers feeling along the
grass cloth paper stopped at-the
eatrance to the fromt the
ment, and then th
if the voice of the person had sald, “Ha!"
—as if, indeed, & goal had bean Teached.
A chair was moved and then the intruder
sat down; the cushion gave forth a sigh
as air was expelled from it under the
sudden application of weight. iy

The man, who had subleased this spart-
ment, waited impatiently. He :::dqn
fio doubt why the othef person gone
to so much pains to break in If he were
to be satisfied to sit down in a comfort-
able chailr and relieve a passing weari-
ness. If ome came to do something, let
him do it! Buw the other merely sighed
and made & sound like that of a wet
tongwe moving across dry lips.

To: be crouching behind a chair unable
to move a muscle without risk of dis-
closure would become unendurable. The
man who was doing It feit the ache of
strained position slowly saturate his
sinews and then eat Into the marrow of
his bonmes. Twenty minutes passed. He
could stand it no longerl

Slowly, painfully he rose from his
erouching. He extended his left hand
behind him until it touched the wall.
The fingers of his hand crept alongethe
wainscoating to the door jamb; they crept
cautiously back until they came in con-
tact with & liar plunger of an elec-
tric switch. He pressed it. An explosion
of light! 1

One fraction’of & seeond was enough to
photograph with efactness the detaila
shown by this flood, this bath, this as-
sault of suddem glare amhich €xposed the
room. - X v

The stranger who had come in like a
bird of evil omen fwom the storm was
scated facing the door, and the light
caught an on on his face which
was suggestive®of the grim mood of ene
who patiently waits for His prey. His
was a lean and angular frame, and lean

hall
came

arms were zesting om sharp angled el- .-

bows. All his sfgularity "was empha-
sized by the fact that his clothiog was
watersoaked and the dark blue serge of
an old suit was clinging closely to. his
lean, strong limbs and his lean. strong
body. In his long fingered right hand he
held an instrument of battery, persuasion
and unconsciousness often called. a “life
preserver.” ‘It was made of black leather
with a knob filled with bird shot, and it
dangled like the lilmp neck of a poison-
ous and death dealing asp for the mo.
ment relaxed in sleep. :

When Its owner tyrned, his face ap-
peared white, haggard, of exaggerated
length. Its wrinkles were deep—deep in
the high forehead, deep araund the eyes,
deep at the base of the long nose and
around the mouth with its thin red lips
part. d in a smile, either sad or viclous,
which appeared as fixed as if the lower
part of the countenance were molded in
plaster paris, and therefore gave to the
man & _ strange appearance of inscruta-
bility.

“Throw that blackjack on the flodr,”
commanded the other man. “I've got you
covered, my fine visitor.”

The intruder stared into the toothless
mouth of a blue steel revolver barrel and
without changing a line of his unread-
able face he relaxed his fingers and his
implement of attack fell onto the hard-
wood floor.

If a third pair of eyes could have
stared in upon these two.men who met
each| other's gaze, it would bave seen in
the getting of a large raom fAlled with
new rich furnitere and new rjch hang-
ings, a remarkable ‘tontrast between two
individuals. This contrast was almost
amusing because superficially ths men
were alike. Both were lean and tall,
both had long faces and high forehead

.

¥ | The intruder stared into the toothless moath of a blue steel revelver.

His smile was not a gentie and fixed and
inscrutable smile such as appeared on
the*face of his visitor as he sat with his
wet clothes steaming, but a smile of
shréwdness, resource, craft. .
“This is lnteruﬁn‘." he said suddenly.
“Very interesting.” Let me introduce my-
self to you. I am Valentine—Edes Val-
entipe. 1 take it you are one of those

bolh had deep set eyes and heavy brows,
both were without beards except for the
uncut stabble which had -blackened the
mouth and chin @f the one In the chair.
"The foremost difference between them
was In their comparative activity. The
lessee of the apartment was eternally in
movement; his I twitched, his mouth
squirmed, his eyes shifted as If every

. thoughit disturbed their position, and at

every half dosen breaths he snuffed his
nose as if there were some hard and
bony growth obstructing the free intake
of air.. His free hand moved Its long
fingers. The thumb rubbed imaginary
pellets against the nervous tips of -the
digits. )

The other man, the visitor from the
storm, was like a carved wooden thing.
His deep set eyes stared without ex-
pression; his body was motionless. Evea
the cords on hid neck, showing above a

sald. “Why, yes. 1 hadn't thought—"
He appeared rather. surprised at’ the
suggestion. t -

“You're lueky I 't kil you,”
he, -*¥ou came in ‘to

g
_ :
|

gentl who are proud of the title of
Yegg. Aren't you a bit old for the
game?™

“I'm 51,” said ghe other in a dull and
noncommittal voice. “Where are you
from, Mr. Valeatine?"

From Paris,” sald the other sharply.

“That 807 Well—here we are.”

“Good!" sald Valentine. *“I like that
spirit. If obe is to be villainous it is an
art to be villainous cheerfully. All the
better If ome Is a profesasional villain.
Come, Mr—* .
R:Bhnk-—llr. Blank,” prompted the 'Is-—

r.

“Well, Mr. Blank, as you choose to call
yourself, sit there in that chal for a
moment. If you will pardon me, I'll ask
you not to move so,that I will not have
the pain of shooting a found and un-
‘comfortable hole in your head”

Valentine stepped awiftly backward
until he could peep between the heavy
curtains at the front window. He looked
out again into the blackness of the night

and ‘heard faintly the wall of the wind -

which the water against the
plate glass. Them. he returned.
“I have an {dea,” he said.
i v the “ide&?" asked Blank.
“1"was thinking about life.”
“l was—about death,” said the other.
“::‘I‘;m" - continued Valentine. “My
‘& much more happy idea. I was,
thinking #bout the comtrast ‘between us,

adl
i

[it™ sald the other.

to make ‘a proposition? Val-

thought. -You:hayve suggasted’ ft
is & very-happy thought. It ap-

‘otcurs to you fellows

went on. “Yes to-you. It was &

/
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Spent time in jalls. Maybe learned the
ways of whisky., Maybe find your ease
in cocaine. DBut misery is your middle
name. 1 know that. I know the thing
you want I8 money, luxury. Yol are
through with your old love of adventure.
If you want a vacation from a life of
crime, it's yours. I'm going to give it
to you." i

“When?" came the dull voice.

“Now!” seid the host. “Right
Let me say a word about myself.™

For the first time the man who, with
a dry eense of humor perhaps,
called himself Blank, appeared to
an interest. -

“You've told me my life,” he
“Now are you going to tell me yours?
Btraight ™ i
., “No, not much Why is that necessary?
Call me a lonely bacheior, rich, living in
luxury. I've just moved nn here. Got a
bank account. In that drawer are five
thousand negotiable bonds. Now,. my
friend, the life I lead is the Ife you
seek.”

“Dio I asked the. other. -

“Isn't it?" said Valentine with easy as-
surance.

“Certainly it Is.
cation from adventure. To me it repre-
sents a ghastly monotony. Ged! I can't

. stand it

“And what do you want?™ asked the
other. ?

“l want a taste of poverty, my friedd.
Poverty, adventure, freedom! It never
that -there is &

charm d¢n being out in/ all k:lni. .of
weather and having to shift for the next
meal by ope's wits, O, I tell you the

It represents a wva-~

panéled walls, the lighting fixtures, the
pictures, the rugs, with a dJdramatic
sweep of his long arm. His countenance
was pale and tense; his thin lipped
mouth squirmed against its ﬂu’ set-
ting like & red worm.

He came close to the other man whose
eves never changed their expression and
whose lower face still wore the gmile
that might have been sad or vicious, de.
fying any one to say which. He came
so close that the man in the chair could
feel pis breath upon his leathery cheek.

“Let's change,” said Valentine. “You
take my place. I take yours.™

“] mever heard of such a thing. ™ the

other man grumbled. . "It's ridiculous
Bome trick!"

“No. No. For God's sake, believe ma"™
the host iaimed. He acted as if bhe

were going to drpp. on to his lank knees
in a sudden hjsteria of pleading. 1
mean it all. You came here to rob me,
eh? Well, you can't do it. "Why? Be-
cause you shall have everything here, It
is yours. Leok! A willet of several
hundred dollars. This apartment for at
least & month."

The other interrupted with. a laugh.

“The janitor would have me sent away
tomorrow,” he sabd.

“No, he wouldn't. I've been here only
a few days. He's nmever seen me”™ said
Valentine. "Not evem the elevator bey.
You just say you are Mr: Valeatine™

“Huh!" sald Blank. “Me? Bay that? Ia
these clothesT '

He looked down &t his water-soaked
serge and at the ofd battered felt hat,
then at Valentine, who was clad in per-
fectly tallored, light colored homespun
and whose conspicuous derby hat and
tweed overcoat were oam the rug beside

the table. : =
“Ha! Clothes, eh? dear frined, you
changs with you

do not understand. I
even to clothes.”

‘“You'd put on these wel old garmenis,
eh?™ b} .

-

“You mean you'll go and come back
sometime ™

“Yea, If I want I'll come back™
“And I can go at any timer™ 8/
“Tea™

“Will you change clothes with me?
my wet ones down Lo the last stitch.

/.zlllwunln'ulolm-hrm

light?

“Yeu" B
« “And that gun?™

“I'll take it with me. It might be use-
ful. You came oul of a life of adven-
turing—out of the underworld. What
would be your advice™ »

The other sighed *“T'd advise you to
take (L™ he admitted “Never pull it
until you want to kilL*™

He continued 1o smile the carved
wooden smile, but his eyes moved away
from Valentine's and be loocked about
fixing his gase at last upon & strange
sheathed khife on the great antique table
under the light of & decorative priental
lamp.

“What's that knife™ he asked

“That? Why, that's & curio,” said Val-
entine, drawing it from its sheath. It
was thin of blade, with a slight curve in
its length—an ugly thing. a thing which
makes one draw back as from the halr
edge of a rasor blade or the fang of &
snake. It looked like the fang of a
snake. Its curve was like that—like &
snake's thin needle fang.

“Where's it from? asked the other.

“It's from Argentina™ sald Valen-
tine, quickly. *It's called a Yala™

“I thought you said you came bere
from Paris. Have you ever beea in Ar-
sgntina™

*No. I bought it in Paria It fascl-
nated me. I bought it A curia”™

‘*“That so™

The other man appeared to lese his in-
terest as quickly as it had arisen

“Well?™ asked Valentine, “How about
nr

“Aboect what™ .

“The change™

“0, yes—the change.

“Geo oaT™

“Yes. Take off your clothea™

“Ha!" exclaimed Valentine, as
had triumphed.

He put his revolver omn the table threw
off his bomespun coat and walstcoat took
the gllk suspenders from his shoalders,
unbuttoned a fine linen shirt

“Come on.” said he. “You, Loe™

“All right”™ the other said, as if swak-
ening from a dream, but withoet taking
his gase frpm the disrobing host

“I'm kind of ashamed of thess clothea™
he confessed as he drew off the articies
of woolen and cotton, all wet and limp
‘with the rain

At last the two men faced each other
not more than five paces apart. The vis.
itor stood without & shred of clothing.
His figure was like that of Valentime, but
it was not white of skiam like his host
Exposure had made his hide mere leath-
ery and coarse and there was more hair
upon his stark limbe.

*“Take off that undershirt™ sald he to
his benefactor. “I want thal, &oo. An
agreement is an agreement”

Valentine hesitated, but smilingly he
drew off the last garment which covered
his lean body.

“Hello!” said the other maa

“What™

“That mark That mark on your chest
A tattoo, eh? Do geotlemen have talloo
marks?™

Valentine smiled

“It was dome |n the folly of youth™

And swap with mel™

Well, go on*

if bhe

“Looks lilke the mark of some order,
some lodge, some sociely.”

“A boy's whim.” replicd the other.
“That's all”

He looked back into the unreadable

gaze of the stranger.
“Guess you'll ind my clothes wet and

thrown at Valentine's feel

“Nothing.,” sald the hostt who had
seized the other's clothing as If ba Te-
garded it as symbolic of all that wal de-
degirable in life. “What are you staring
at. Why do you look at me so?™

*“Who wouldn't?™ the other man
*1 dom't strike a proposition Hke this
every @ay. Or a man like this every
day. Or & man like you™

The host smiled again as if he &4 not
mind the clammy clinging garments in
which he had dressed himsef He said to
the other man. “You lcokithe part 1
proud to have you say that you are
Edes Vaentine Doa't forget the name
Get a shave after 1 have gone. It will
be the fnishing touch. Only burry. 1
am anxious to Jeave™ -
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